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Prologneé
The East Village Inky

I remember when I couldnt wait to be old. T spent an entire
afternoon in the sunless passageway between the neighbor’s
chain-link fence and our garage, covering every brick I could
reach with colored chalk. Squatting to retrieve the yellow stub
from the dirt so that all my flowers wouldn't be pink, I had
no trouble believing that I was creating an art gallery. Crowds
of adult art-lovers would march up our driveway, eager to pay
for the privilege of squeezing into that narrow space behind
the garage. I would sit by the forsythia bush, depositing their
admission fees in the red plastic cash register I had received
for Christmas. '

By the time my mother called me for dinner, doubt had
started to creep in. What would I do in winter, or when it
rained? How would people buy the art? I couldn’t very well
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expect my parents to let me disassernble the garage brick by
brick. Even if they were willing, I had no experience with
heavy demolition, and the only tools I was permitted to use
without help were in the sandbox, under a board, because
the neighborhood cats did bad things in there if we left it
uncovered.

My mother called again. 1 grew up in the kind of
neighborhood where women cooked carefully planned meals
for their families and where children emerged from bushes,
holes and private narrow spaces when summoned, shortly
after their fathers’ cars turned into the driveways. I had big
plans for what would happen to me when I was old. I had a
big imagination and no sisters or brothers to tell me that I was
a total stupe.

Some might say that I held on to my childhood for a good
long time. I studied theater and applied my degree to a career
in waiting tables. I traveled around Europe, Asia and Africa
with a dirty backpack on my shoulders. The plays in which
1 performed started at midnight and had no special effect
more involved than clicking a flashlight on and off. I got
married in a rented loft in New York City wearing striped
stockings and a cheap dress, through which, I later learned,
my underwear was plainly visible. I wrote poems that I didn’t °
finish, considered plastic milk crates furniture and had a lot
of friends like myself. My first child wasn't born until 1 was
thirty-two. P'm not an idiot, but I genuinely believed that
the baby would spend a lot of time curled at my feet like a
kitten. Being pregnant was like decorating my parents’ garage
in colored chalk, except that now 1 was the mistress of an
East Village apartment only slightly larger and worlds more
expensive than their old wood-paneled station wagon. The
unsuitability of my situation didn’t bother me. I had great
plans for the surprise package in my uterus. I took potshots at
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Barney the purple dinosaur and those ugly toys that play tinny
electronic versions of “Twinkle, Twinkie, Little Star.” There
was no reason why the baby couldn’t be my confederate.
Even after she was born, I continued to imagine that I would
have no problem partaking of all my established amusements.
I would bring her with me! She would learn to turn her nose
up at all plastic representations of characters who dido’t join
Sesame Street until years after I stopped watching. Osmosis
would lead her to like what I liked. I like to read books with
lots of words and no pictures. That’s fun for me. I gravitate to
activities that involve holding 2 pen. I like to sit in auditoriums
filled with quiet, respectful people watching other adults on

big screens.

Babies don't like these things. You can sneak it past them
for three or four months, but once they figure out how to
crawl, forget it. The older the baby gets, the less willing she is
- to indulge you. She will use every weapon in her considerable
arsenal to prevent your further participation in the very
pursuits that once comprised the most meaningful part of
your existence. The baby would like to remind you that she is
now the primary reason you were put on earth. She will roll
over, cry, shit, coo, clap her hands, even grab your pen and jab
itinto her own eye, if that’s what it takes. She does so without
guile. As advertised, her gummy smile is irresistible, inspiring
fierce pangs in the one who birthed her, but her conversation
is far from choice. The little melon farmer will strand you. You
have lots of time on your hands but painfully limited options
for how to spend it. Your mind gets a bit soft.

‘ve never been much of a stickler for the housekeeping
duties that come with adulthood, but the baby had me in such
a choke hold that I felt nostalgic for the days when mopping
the floor didn't require hours of strategic preparation. This
couldn’t be me, absentmindedly swiping puréed yams and
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cat hair from the floor into my mouth while waiting for
my husband to come home from an exciting day temping
at Citibank. I feared that a large and utterly tedious beast
would devour me before my firstborn child could mount the
tenement staircase, pronounce her own name or eat anything
with a texture more robust than wallpaper paste. If it hadn't
been for the magazine, I don’t know what I would have done.
The magazine saved my heiner. '

It wasn't one of those glossy mainstream monthlies that
publish the same two articles in every 1ssue on disciplining
your toddler and decorating the nursery for under two
thousand dollars. It wasn't a slick newcomer hyping money
management as hip and fun. It sure as bugfuck wasn't Martha
Stewart Living. 1 guess one might call it an anticorporate,
consciousness-raising, feminist call to arms, although I feel
rather immodest saying so since I write the thing myself.
It'’s not really.a magazine but what is known as 2 zine, a
self-published, highly subjective, personal periodical with
questionable proofreading and 2 laughably small circulation.
But my god, I'm thirty-six years old. Most of my fellow zine
publishers are disaffected high schoolers urgent with the
desire to explain why sexdism, racism and the eating of animals
are wrong,

I'd always wanted to start a zine. I just couldn't seem to
come up with z compelling subject. To put out a zine, you
have to find a sustainable passion, something that will drive
you to create issue after issue, stapling them together long after
everyone else in your house has gone to bed. It wasnt until
my daughter Inky turned one that I realized I had something
to write about zfter all. Why, I was no different from Judy
Garland in The Wizard of Oz! The thing I'd gone looking for
was right in my own backyard, except I didn't have a backyard;
I had a rusty fire escape that I was afraid to sit on with a baby.

10
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I could write about that! Though I sometimes feel like 'm

bmldmgasports car out of an empty refrigerator box, making
“vroom vroom” noises under my breath as 1 daydream about

driving it down to Mexico by referring to my outpourings
as a magazine, not a zine, I can be both self-important and
nonchalant. Some people to whom I give complimentary
issues aren't sure what to call it, given its humble appearance.
They ask if I'm still making my “litdle newsletter” or “that
pamphlet.” One woman slightly younger than I am and
thrice the adult always introduces me to her friends with the
conversation-stopper ‘Ayun makes a zine.” The way she says it,
it thymes with “swine.” Her friends wrinkle their noses politely,
as if they've been told that I play with dolls. She confidently
mispronounces my name, too, in the spirit of camaraderie.
P'm too sheepish to correct her. I momentarily wish that my
name were Barbara and I were redecorating an old farmhouse
that my husband and 1 had just purchased upstate. I don't stay
embarrassed long though. That zine keeps my wig on straight
when the pedestrian lunacy of raising small children is almost
more than I can bear. People who think that it’s laughably
unsophisticated should ses my art gallery.

For my inaugural issue, I took ten sheets of 8 1/2-by-11
paper out of our computer’s unreliable printer, checking first
that no hastily xeroxed flyers for our old low-budget theatrical
endeavors were on the flip side. I scrounged around for a black
fine-point marker and found one among the dead soldiers
camped in mugs on our desk. I felt as fluttery as a sophomore
with a speaking part in Oklzboma! The moment I touched the
pen to the paper, Inky woke up, so I put her in her little blue
backpack and we walked around our neighborhood for hours.
The opportunities for rubbernecking in the East Village are
endless. I didn’t have the money or the disposition to reserve
a table at the newly opened restaurant with the heavy buzz,
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but unlike the other lost souls roaming the sidewalks, I could
press my nose to the plate-glass window and gaze until I'd
had my fill. The baby gave me carte blanche. Leather-clad
couples enjoying seventeen-dollar plates of postcoital polenta
impressed each other by cooing at the little face peering in.
It sure beat sitting around at home, staring at the congealed
blobs of baby food I was too fried to sponge off the walls. We
went on safaris in search of intriguing graffiti, outrageous T-
shirt slogans and colorfully costumed madmen. Once we saw
a severed chicken foot right in the middle of Avenue A. We
saw a pile- of what I've come to call “poo-poo” with a spoon
sticking out of it. Poor man’s pudding.

When the weight on my back began to sag, I raced back
to our 340-square-foot apartment eager to reunite with the
paper and marker. I scribbled furiously while she slept, as if
the public was starving for want of our published adventures.
Just in case multitudes came to the East Village to retrace our
steps, I supplied addresses. I doodled pictures of the shit with
the spoon, homeless punks panhandling in front of the pizza
joint and a squirrel eating a Toblerone bar it pilfered from 2
stroller in the Tompkins Square playground. I drew myself in
my baggy overalls, gasping as I dragged bags of groceries and
a megapack of diapers back from the new K-mart in Astor
Place, while Inky clubbed me over the head with the toy we
kept tied to her backpack. It took me forever to figure out
how to draw that thing, a little geometric structure made of
wooden beads and elastic. Every kid in the city seemed to
have one.

My printing dwindled to specks of pepper as I tried to
squeeze everything I wanted to say into the margins. I was as
serious about this as I'd been that day beside the garage, and it
was more fun than the time I hélped myself to the forbidden
hose to make mud pies in February.



When 1 had covered my ten sheets of paper, I took Inky to a
store that sold vintage postcards, Mexican wrestling figurines
“and pajamas printed with hula girls and flying toasters. The
owner hated children, whose tiny grasping hands posed a
constant threat to his merchandise, so his unexpected courtesy
toward Inky felt like a benediction. “Yours isn’t horrible at all,”
he confided as he broke my ten. He jerked his head toward
a customer crabwalking through the namow aisles after a
galloping, squealing toddler. “Those are the ones that give me
hives.” :
I interpreted this to mean “Yours is wonderful and always
will be.”

In the safety of his vintage photo booth, I shucked Inky
from her backpack and fed three unwrinkled bills into the
slot. It was one of the half-dozen occasions since my wedding
on which I'd worn lipstick.

In the resulting photo strips, Inky looks gorgeous, plump
cheeked, her sparse, slightly ratty hair following the lines
of her perfect skull. She is so little, nothing like she is now,
an impetuous, lippy four-year-old, dressing herself in a tuta
and pink cowboy boots to comb out her pet washcloth with
her silver-handled hairbrush, a monogrammed relic of my
childhood. Inky’s baby brother, Milo, is a dead ringer for the
child in those photo booth strips, though his mother is more
worn and knowing than that gal in dark lipstick. Four years in
the playground with no sunscreen has taken its toll. In those
black-and-white mug shots from 1998, T look expectant and,
thanks to the lipstick, passably glamorous. A silly striped
kerchief that I found in the gutter is perched on top of my
head. Not long before, I had cropped my long hair into 2
pixie cut, the first since fourth grade. I fretted that short hair
veered close to matronly on all but the most elfin of bodies,

but Inky left me with lLittie choice, yanking my long locks
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from her backpack perch like she was disciplining an unruly
Great Dane. My 'do rag was odd, but it kept the soccer-mom
look at bay.

The two best photos became the cover of my magazine,
which 1 called the East Village Inky in a fit of inspiration.
Because even the most deserving of little magazines are not
printed for free, 1 called my good friend Little MoMo and
asked if she could help me print my magazine—for free
—after hours on her corporate employer’s deluxe copier. 1
assured her that 1 would do all the xeroxing and collating if she
could just entertain the baby. She agreed and not just because
the first issue featured a small sketch of her squatting before
a wild-eyed sidewalk vendor on the night she purchased a
phone-shaped purse that dials out if plugged in to a wall jack.
Little MoMo has been on our side since she attended Inky’s
unexpectedly arduous birth, when she called another close
friend midlabor to announce over my mournful wails, “We'’re
gonna get this little fucker out of there!” .

I have a problem with margins, the severity of which was
discovered when Little MoMo had to spend several hours
trying to align my ten originals facedown on the copier’s
glass so that the copies could be stacked up, chopped in half,
collated and stapled together without the center binding
obscuring the last word of every line. My transgressions
were far from uniform, and some pages had to be reduced.
I had not been able to stop myself from scribbling right up
to the edge, even though I knew from experience that I was
supposed to leave at least a quarter inch of white space. This
shrink-when-necessary technique seemed to work well, until
MoMo discovered that it interfered with the chopping. She
sliced down the middle of one two-sided copy to create four
pages. We flipped the pages over, and a center cut made on
the front side decapitated the first line of text on the back.

14
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I struggled to amuse Inky, who had decided that this would
be the only occasion on which she would snub her beloved
MoMo. With the designated child wrangler taking over the
controls of the Xerox machine, I was demoted to baby-sitter.
I kept glancing at the wall clock, anxious that MoMo, who
already had been here eight hours before we arrived, might
throw in the towel. Copying the zine was shaping up to be
impossible. I feared that Inky’s mirthful shricks might attract
a security guard, who would discover our scam and make
MoMo lose her job. Most of all, I worried that I'd have to
start over, recreating the East Village Inky with rulers and
proper margins. _

Inky's father, Greg, was called in to help. Little MoMo and
Greg have joined forces many times to bail me out. They got
me through that bewildering interminable labor. Sometimes
I feel like they're my parents, taking charge while I sheepishly
make faces for the baby in the corner. After more abortive
attempts, Greg came up with the solution of binding the
issue with rubber bands: Readers could joggle the pages back
and forth to see all the copy. By Greg’s rigorous standards
this was not much of a solution, but it was literally the only
workable option given the raw material. He was hungry, since
it was almost eleven .M. After seven years together, he knew
I was mostly grasshopper and would settle for something
no self-respecting ant would consider. I thought the rubber
band solution was great. I insisted on taking Greg, MoMo
and Inky to celebrate at the restaurant of my choice. They
were so exhausted they could barely chew, let alone engage
in witty adult banter. It was a shame, since Inky had given up
the ghost, sprawling beside me on the booth, a napkin spread
over her head to protect her from errant forkfuls of rice. I've
always been a messy eater. Of course, the bill for dinner far
* exceeded the cost of printing the magazine at a copy shop,
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though one hardly could expect a Kinko’s drone to work so
hard figuring out a way to turn ten densely covered originals
into a stack of legible copies. They have their own zines to
worry about—anarchist screeds, punk rock manifestos and
semi-arch homages to 1980s sitcoms that budding intellectual
snobbery had prevented me from watching.

' The next morning I laid out on the warped, dirty floors
of my apartment all the stacks of chopped-up xeroxed paper
and assembled them to make a whopping Afty copies of the
East Village Inky. This felt like a great achievement, given that
Inky had a baby’s-fondness for paper, rampling great handfuls.
while sucking a couple of pieces into a repellent, pulpy mass.
Several times I untaped her disposable diaper to find a few
flecks of homemade confetti planted in the compost.

Rereading my copy, I thought it was pretty good, despite
the irritation of having to shift the pages back and forth
within the rubber band binding. There were a couple of
spelling errors and a poorly drawn hand T'd whited out and
never bothered to replace, but I always can turn a blind eye
toward my imperfections when fixing them would require
much work. Satisfied, I popped Inky into the backpack and
struck out for the playground, half a block away.

That was scary. I was about to take the plunge and identify
myself as something other than a mother. Id developed
a pretty easy camaraderie with the other parents who used
Tompkins Square for their children’s recreational needs. Still,
maybe our affinity was limited to talking about how much
we hated people who could only talk about their children.
I had felt a similar flush of friendship for the European
tourists Greg and I had hung out with for a day or two on
the beaches of Southeast Asia a few years earlier, and where
were they now? Taking a deep breath, I approached Inky’s
cronies’ mothers, carrying some little xeroxed invitations I'd
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whipped together the night before. Above a drawing of a baby
astride our tumbledown brick building, I printed, “Roof party
to celebrate the first issue of the East Village Inky.” There was
barely time to explain before one kid snatched a ball out of
another’s hands. I was grateful for the distraction. It delayed
the embarrassment of outing myself as a thirty-three-year-
old who thinks forty small handwritten pages can be rubber-
banded together and called a magazine.

People were excited at the prospect of a party. We hadn't
yet begun the endless round of toddlers’ birthday celebrations.
where the tofu mommies’ best intentions were snuffed out by
the weight of chocolate icing. I said that I hoped this would be
the opening gambit for us to get to know each other outside
of the playground. By the end of the afternoon, I had handed
out all my invitations, giving one to anybody whose kid’s
name I knew. Everybody promised to try to make it, except
for one little boy’s mother who begged off, saying, “I'm sorry.
I can't take him up on a roof. It just freaks me out too bad,
what could happen to him on a roof.” I knew exactly what
she meant, but I could not squeeze more than two or three
adults into my apartment. She had a reputation for being a bit
overprotective. Her son was a shovel-loving sweetie who had
been rerouted at thirteen months from an overseas orphanage.
If I had had to work as hard as she did to become a mother,
I too might have steered clear of the tops of tall buildings.
Instead, I believed in a magical force field that would keep
the children from harm, the way I once believed a diaphragm
would protect my lady egg from marauding bands of sperm.
I told people to bring their strollers so we could restrain the
children if necessary. I didn’t want anybody to walk or toddle
or crawl over the edge in the split second it takes -a nursing
mother to grab another beer.
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The night of the party it drizzled off and on, but that didn't
stop them from coming. Huffing and puffing after carrying
strollers up six steep flights, they arrived to eat grocery-store-
brand chips and to admire our stellar view of the Empire State
Building. I pointed out that if you stood near the stairs and
craned your head to the left, you could glimpse the top of the
Chrysler Building. Those who braved the edge could observe
the final flowering of the lively Saturday night drug trade on
East 9th Street. Everyone received complimentary copies of
the East Village Inky #1.

“What is this?” one mother inquired politely, gesturing
to the zine I offered in return for the wrapped gift she had
brought assuming that it was Inky’s birthday. I was equally
confused. I thought we were all clear on the relative ages of
our children. Didn't she remember that her child was exacdy
seven months younger than Inky, whose first birthday had
passed without a party because we were traveling in Scotland
at the fime?

“Oh, it’s just something for you to read on the toilet,” I
trilled, dancing away to a far corner of the roof. How could I
possibly have a child? I was a child, hoping that the grown-
ups would make a big fuss over how creative | was.

After a while, enough people were at the party that I could
forget why I was throwing it. It was fun to join the adults in
making a protective ring around the children. Inky was the
only one who was asleep, fastened securely into her backpack.
The others sat upright in their cutest outfits, eating Cheerios
and quartered grapes from paper napkins. They were the
celebrities. Everybody knew them and made a big fuss about
what they were wearing. An eight-month-old blonde received
a lot of attention over a jeweled bindi dot and braids the size
of matchsticks. One little boy was doing laps around the roof,
Greg hot on his heels. “Which are his parents?” Greg panted
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as he passed by. “Can you tell one of his parents to keep an
eye on him?”

Actually, I didnt feel I knew the little speed demon’s
parents well enough to do that. They were probably tired of
him. Playground scuttiebutt had it that they were tired of
each other, not that we knew either of their last names. On
their way out, the father graciously informed me that I had
no taste whatsoever for giving Martin Scorsese’s latest movie
a pan in the zine. Man! At least he was an attentive reader. I
hadn't seen 2 movie in months when my mother flew in from
Indiana, offering to baby-sit so that Greg and I could go on a
date. Under the circumstances, my pump was primed to like
that movie, but that movie, as reported in the East Village
Inky, was a steaming piece of j.

1 talked a lot about movies in that first issue. I included
a review of every movie Id seen since Inky had been born,
accompanied by sketches of her nursing in a theater seat and
wailing in her car seat as1leapt guiltily from the passenger side
of Greg's Dodge Shadow to meet a friend under the marquee
of a Cineplex in Chelsea. I aiso talked about Habib’s Place,
the three-table falafel joint on our block, where the owner
played Billie Holiday and Louis Armstrong and sometimes
hired a jazz band to play on the sidewalk. Sitting near Habib's
front window on a summer night, I felt as if T were living in a
romantic movie about New York instead of in an overpriced
hovel the size of a suburban sandbox. T wrote about stores
where you could buy green-tea ice cream at four A.M. and
the dirty Russian Bathhouse on 10th Street. I wrote about
how Inky had been pulling my hair so badly I went to cut it
all off in one of the three chi-chi parlors on our street. One
stylist had cried when I entered, “Phew! What stinks like
Lysol?!” I did. It was me. There was a time when I would have
tried to suppress that information, but motherhood had killed



Ayun Balliviay

off discretion about my body. Before my appointment 1 had
dabbed myself with lemongrass oil, thinking that it would
help me resemble somebody used to blowing sixty-five dollars
on her hair. Instead, I smelled like the stuff housekeepers
more conscientious than I used to disinfect toilets. According
to a hip young haircutter in platform shoes, that was worse
than smelling like the toilet itself. In the rubber-banded zine,
I came clean, announcing that more than once I had mistaken
the fancy pomade the stylist sold me for my deodorant
stick, ending up with beautifully sculpted armpit hair and a
relatively inoffensive head. Hell, nobody wants to read about
a perfect mother. I drew a picture of a massive woman I'd seen
wheeling a screaming toddler up Second Avenue in a stroller,
a cigarette balanced on her combative lower lip. Printed on
her T-shirt was the legend ‘Fuck All Y’alll” All right! It sure
beats World’s Greatest Mom.

There was plenty I didn't mention. I never wrote about the
isolation and despair that had led to its creation. That first
birthday we went to Glasgow for a close friend’s wedding and
figured that we would have even more fun if we participated
in an avant-garde performance workshop the bride’s theater
ensemble was teaching. We could take the whole trip off our
taxes on a Schedule C. We had passed ourselves off as working
artists for years, the kind of working artists who buy their own
props and costumes, who write plays that make copious use of
flashlightsbecause the theater canill afford lighting equipment.
In return for cleaning the theater’s restrooms and xeroxing
our own programs, we got a rock-solid identity unsullied by
anything so mainstream as a commercial production. I had
performed right up to my due date, despite the discomfort
of the audience who'd paid twelve dollars to watch me slam
my enormous pregnant body into the black wails. That’s how
committed I was to downtown theater. After Inky was born,

0
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I wrote and performed a puppet show about the two weeks
we spent in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit of St. Vincent’s
Hospital. Of course, with a six-month-old baby accompanying
me to every rehearsal and work session, I couldn’t afford to be
caught up to my elbows in wet papier-maché, so the puppets
were played by yams. We were always about making it work. I
thought taking Inky to this performance workshop across the
pond would more than work, that the presence of an innocent,
spontaneous child would inspire my new best-friends-to-be,
the international artists who'd signed up to take this playful
and utterly inessential month-long workshop.

"To my chagrin, everybody thought I was a really good mom.
They thought I was a dedicated wife, showing up with Greg’s
lunch every day, which I started to do when I realized that I
couldn't attend the workshop in good faith. Inky’s chattering
and wriggling disrupted the other participants’ process, not to
mention my own. I spent hours wandering with my papoose
through the iron-colored mist, feeling ostracized, lonely and
very very sorry for myself. I believed that nobody knew my
name. I pumped Greg for details about the other participants,
hungry to be involved, however tangentially, with some kind
of adult community. During their lunch break, 1 held my
breath, hoping that Inky would do something cute so that
people would be nice to me. When people were nice to me, 1
felt pitied and ran away like Cousin Ribby, the most neurotic
of my childhood pets, a cat terrified of humans. I picked fights
with Greg. I counted the hours until he would come home for
the night. I wished Inky would sleep all day. I wished I could
sleep all day. I wasn't allowed in the pubs with a baby. I spent
many unhappy, boring hours protecting my host’s books and
CDs from Inky’s little paws. I came back to New York in
despair that this little daughter whom I loved so dearly was
going to cut me out of all the fun stuff I bitched about before
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she was born, like painting the stage at two in the morning,
arguing about aesthetics and hanging out in unfriendly bars
after poorly attended, poorly performed shows. I was an only
child from a repressed and fractured home. As an adult, I'd
had a taste of belonging, but then I had a baby and got kicked
out. The people who kicked me out were nice about it. They
smiled and thought I was a really great mother, but they had
stage floors to paint.

T had to take the bull by the horns. Instead of shaking a
stuffed bumblebee in Inky’s face for the tedious hours between
her naps, I could take to the streets. I could chronicle the
minutiae of our lives. Spotting a pile of shit with a spoon
sticking out could be a genuine accomplishment. I would
set a roaring example, like Fred Smith, a retired Wisconsin
farmer who spent his last years erecting enormous cement
sculptures of patriotic tableaux on his land. My family drove
by the Wisconsin National Cement Park for many summers,
and then 2 friend and I finally pulled over, looking for some
kitschy hipster fun. Fred was long dead and the neighbors
who regarded his creation as a folk art treasure had trumped
those who thought it was an eyesore. His property had been
designated a national landmark and had received a great deal
of exposure on Japanese TV. The ranger gave me a pamphlet
about Fred’s life and his eleventh—hour artistic impulses.
Unlike me, Fred was a Midwesterner of few words. Asked
what drove him to create hundreds of giant statues on his land,
the farmer replied with something on the order of “People
like to look at them and then they like me too.” That’s valid.

I wonder if dairy farming is so far removed from raising
a little child. Both anchor you to a never-ending round of
chores that tax your body while doing little to stimulate your
mind. You have no choice if you want the living creatures in
your care to thrive. They're sweet and without guile, but you
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begin to crave the company of those capable of speaking in
the abstract, people who can understand and maybe even
appreciate a book without pictures. You feel like you're alone
a lot, although you're hardly ever alone because you're never
far from your littlest loved ones and their unrelenting bodily
functions. At least the herd doesn't try to follow the farmer
into the shower one day. Still, I can imagine how making
Thomas Jefferson, Paul Bunyan and hundreds of Indian
braves out of cement and broken bottles starts to seem like
a crucial enterprise. Any attention is just gravy, but you'd be
lying if you said you prefer your turkey without gravy.

What rescued me remains as unpolished as one of Fred
Smith’s pioneer families, eternally traveling in a cement-
covered wagon. I was thrilled when I discovered that a few
hundred people out there were willing to pay two dollars to
read about what I depict as a life of tedium and frustration.
The best part is hearing from readers, which happens fairly
frequently thanks to the miracle of the Internet. Many of the
East Village Inky's fans have little kids and as such are attracted
tothe keyboardasa stalling technique. Every minute hunkered
in front of the computer e-mailing a stranger is snatched from
motherly chores. It is gratifying to hear from women whose
children are as old as I am, especially when they give me the
lowdown on what life is like “after the last Mr. Potato Head
piece has been vacuumed up,” as one writer put it. They say
that their kids were and, in some cases, still are every bit as
anarchic as Inky is. A teenage single mother told me that she
thought of her kid when she saw Inky running around in a
crown, her father’s athletic socks and a pair of black nylon
briefs that got mixed up with our clothes at the Laundromat.
A childless lesbian wrote to tell me that her girlfriend thinks
I'm a hottie! Does she realize that sometimes I apply four
or five coats of correction fluid to give myself a Hattering
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expression? Oh sure, the zine is handwritten because I didn't
want to waste those precious naptime hours figuring out how
to use the computer, but I'll spend forty-five minutes on a
tiny illustration, striving for that elusive balance between self-
mockery and a hairdo that looks far more insouciant on the
page than on my head.

Mostly, the text comes easily, since my muse rarely shuts
up. She’s right there, spoon-feeding me more matenal, like
guns are bad and a crazy man shooted John Lennon with a
gun and Oko Nono cried, did you hear about that? Inky says
it; I write it down and enjoy doing it. I draw what she was
wearing. Sometimes 1 think I steer her toward some of her
wild getups in hopes that someone will email me, laughing
that her kid does the exact same thing. It’s so heartwarming
to know that we're not the only family whose pet has formed
a passionate sexual attachment to an inanimate object. Our
cat screws a filthy rag doll three times a day. I'm always a bit
uptight when Inky has new playmates over to the apartment,
afraid their mothers will see the horrid remains of Jambo's
doll on the living room floor and assume that it’s one of Inky's
toys. In the zine, it’s played entirely for laughs and Greg is
a good sport about the way he’s depicted in opaque glasses,
seated on_ the toilet, preoccupied by Stalin and Iron Age
weaponry. Once a male reader wrote that he was very pleased
to see a picture of Greg wielding an atlatl and he didn’t know
why the more mainstream press exhibited zero interest in
atlatls. T didn’t know what an atlat] was until Greg asked me
to draw him holding one. I decided that it should look like a
boomerang with a spear sticking out of it. I didn’t hear from
any women about the atlatl. I figured that they had all gone
offline to make macaroni and cheese. It's good just to know
that they’re out there, in Bumblefuck, Idaho. We might not
see eye to eye on the best place to raise our children, but we
are all in the same boat.
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I used to think that this expression meant that we all
shared one boat, that your paddles are made lighter by the
presence of others. That’s not what it means. Even on a
good day, my paddles feel like they’re filled with buckshot.

'm willing to bet that every other mother’s do too. Shortly
after you give birth, most of the activities that defined your
identity are suspended to let you mix apple juice, deal with
somebody else’s snot and develop a lot of highfalutin ideas
about television. You're not being paranoid or melodramatic if
you feel like you're the only grown-up in your boat. The kids
never leave the boat ecither, but what help are they with the
paddies? Their arms are hardly bigger than celery stalks. Also,
as delightfully surreal and repeatable as their beginning syntax
might be, their conversation cannot sustain you through the
tedious stretches. If it weren’t for those little kids waiting for
you to harpoon a fish so that they can tell you they don't like
fish, you'd go right over the gunwales. You can’t leave them to
fend for themselves, even though they are the ones who got
you into this mess. You're stuck choking down soggy peanut
butter and jelly sandwiches in that leaky skiff. The inviting
blast of an ocean liner taunts you as it glides by, its portholes
twinkling like a string of white Christmas lights. Damn the
passenger list of merrymakers in bias-cut gowns and party
hats. It’s always New Year’s Eve nineteen-thirty-something on
the ocean liner. Too bad you're missing it. Then in the middle
of some dark night, when you're up, dog tired, struggling to
keep your sleeping children out of the bilge water, you notice
another crappy little boat a few yards out. And another. And
another. The ocean is fairly crawling with boats as crappy and
little as yours. Each one holds a mother tethered to a baby, a
sleeping toddler or a jacked-up three-year-old still gibbering
from an ill-advised late-afternoon sugar fix. We're all in the
same boat, all right. It smells like mildewed life preservers.
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"There are millions of these boats in the sea. We shout to each
other across the waves. Nobody will get offended if you have
to interrupt her midsentence to seize your daughter by the
ankle before she dives after a birthday party favor she dropped
overboard, possibly on purpose.

The East Village Inky is up to Issue 13 now. Many things
have happened in its pages—pregnancy, meningitis, the
birth of my little boy and the collapse of the World Trade
Center, but I think the real secret to its success is that not a
lot happens. That's why I keep writing it. If my life ever turns
into a whirlwind of parties, international travel and lucrative
writing assignments, I'll stop publishing and let Vanity Fasr
take up the slack. Just think, T could sit on the toilet reading
all about myself. Now I write about Inky barging in to
demand a snow shovel and an Easter bonnet when I'm on the
toilet reading about the thinnest, richest murderers in Paim
Beach and the Cote d’Azus, none of whose lives resemble my
own. I draw Milo crawling hot on Inky's heels, determined
to get at least one handful of cat food. The East Village Inky
comes out in marathon run-on sentences because I never can
stop myself from relating an anecdote about my childhood
and recommending an out-of-print book mid-description of
how we get up and down the subway stairs. The regularity
of my quarterly publication schedule is rare in the zine
world. Usually as lackadaisical as possible, in this case I find
the pledge of punctuality reassuring. Every issue represents
another three months in which my family’s luck has held.
Nobody has had a serious accident or been diagnosed with
a terminal disease. Nobody has gotten divorced or needed
to summon the fire department. The bad men have kept to
the shadows. Somewhere down the line we’ll probably see an
obituary for Jambo, but bless his black heart, I think he’s the
only major character the East Village Inky can stand to lose
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and still stay in business. Every non-event that I can squeeze
between the margins is proof that life is sweet. Hard, but
sweet, like a misshapen butterscotch found under a seat at the
movie theater. Hey, if it's still in its wrapper, what the hell?
Pop it in your mouth and brag about your good fortune.





